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Recent Business Activity 


Retail sales were up in healthy fashion at Easter 
this year, and the business boom shows no signs 
of slackening. A boom can jam itself into business 
stagnation, however, if retail sales fall off and the 
distribution lines between factories and consumers 
clog up. The danger is real enough at present to 
worry many businessmen. Retail sales set the pace 
for the economy, and as sales rise the chance of 
inventories overbuilding with little warning, as 
they did in 1949, becomes greater. 

There is a general feeling these days that the 
continued rise in sales has been made possible by 
the easy availability of credit. Any curb on new 
credit, therefore, might easily cause trouble. 
Bankers may have an occasional private worry 
about credit expansion, but they are making a 
canny approach to the public in a new method of 
billing charge accounts. About sixty banks in the 
country, including one in New Mexico, have set up 
bank charge account plans by which the bank acts 
as collecting agency for a number of merchants, so 
that a family can pay all its bills, at the bank, with 
one check. This is not only a customer convenience 


and a buying incentive, but a whole new approach 
to the increasingly important factor of consumer 
credit. 


Business Machines at Public Service Company 


The increasing use of business machines in New 
Mexico is evidence that the State is catching up 
with modern American business technology. The 
recent experience of Public Service Company of 
New Mexico shows how business machines can 
solve some of the problems of a rapidly growing 
utility. 

Public Service Company keeps adding customers 
and selling more and more electric power. Lately 
all this new business has been real trouble to keep 
track of. Public Service sells current in Las Vegas, 
Santa Fe, Deming, and Belen, as well as Albuquer- 
que, and has to process between 70,000 and 80,000 
individual accounts each month. The customers are 
charged different rates depending on the amount of 
power they use, and what they use it for. Rates 
also vary from town to town. In Albuquerque the 
company pays the city 2 per cent of its gross reve- 
nue by the terms of its franchise, and this means 
keeping city accounts separate from the rest of 
Bernalillo county. Every month a good number of 
customers run delinquent on their bills, and a 
smaller number manage to pay the company more 
than they owe. For various reasons other cus- 
tomers make partial payments. 

Since February of this year Public Service has 
handled its problems of fine-detail bookkeeping by 
processing most of its accounts on card-tabulating 
business machines. At present about 55,000 cus- 
tomers are billed by machine. Las Vegas and Santa 
Fe are still handled by the old office methods, but 
they will be set up for machine-billing socn. 

Company officials estimate that as many as 100,- 
000 accounts can eventually be handled by the 
present business machine installations, which 
gives Public Service reasonable room to grow be- 
fore expansion pangs become severe again. 

Business machines pay their way because in a 
few minutes they can sort out information that 
would take clerks hours or days to assemble from 
individual records. The machines have been im- 
proved in recent years, and the system in opera- 
tion at Public Service is so advanced that only 
five other public utilities in the country have simi- 
lar set-ups. The old utility machine-building sys- 
tems wrote the customers’ bills, but were pretty 
clumsy about it. They sorted out all bills for the 
same amount, and then wrote the bills in blocs for 
each such amount. The machines at Public Service 
can bill any customer for any amount at any rate 
that may apply, without sorting the bills into blocs 
by amount. If one customer has several meters the 
machines will write one bill combining the read- 
ings of all his meters in order to give him the low- 
est rate that might prevail for the total amount 
of power he used. 

All this processing is done “by machine,” but 


? 

1 
i 


behind the machines are a lot of human beings 
who still have to read meters, take money from 
customers, listen to the inevitable complaints, in- 
stall and disconnect service, and of course, run the 
tabulating machines too. For all their advantages, 
the machines have not replaced a single Public 
Service employee. 

In particular, no invention yet in sight has 
threatened to replace the utility meter-reader. 
Public Service keeps eleven or twelve meter- 
readers busy every working day in Albuquerque, 
where the customer-service problem is most in- 
tense. Meters are read—and billed—in “cycles,” 
each cycle consisting of all the meters in one area 
of the city. 

Albuquerque is divided geographically into 
twenty such cycles. One cycle is read every work- 


ing day, and each cycle is read about once a month. 
All the meter-readers work together on the cycle 
being read that particular day. Each reader can 
handle up to 350 meters a day, and in practice each 
cycle consists of about 2700 meters. (In the newer 
subdivisions, where meters are in plain sight from 
the outside, a good reader can handle up to 600 
meters a day. But the older sections of town slow 
up the readers and pull the average down). 

A cycle read on Monday is billed on Wednesday, 
and ten days later the cards for the customers in 
that cycle are run through the tabulator again 
to pick out all delinquent accounts, which it does 
in a matter of seconds. Imagine how long it would 
take a clerk to pick delinquent accounts out of 2700 
bills, and you can visualize the savings provided 
by the tabulating system. 


BUSINESS ACTIVITY IN NEW MEXICO 


Per Cent Change Per Cent Change 
Indicated Month Indicated Month 
Index Compared With Index Compared With 
Same Same 
Month Month 
Preceding Last Preceding Last 
Month Year Month ear 
FEBRUARY DATA (1947-49 Mo. Av.=100) 139.3 0.0 + 4.0 
Life Insurance Sales ............ ” 203.5 + 18.4 + 29.3 Contract Construction ........ i 92.6 + 2.6 — 11.4 
” 153.0 — 17.4 + 5.5  193.8r — 44.8r — 11.0r 
Bank Loans and Discounts ...... ” 118.4 — 21.9 + 7.6 Petroleum Production .......... ” 1387.9 — 6.3 + 33.5 
Demand Deposits ............... ” 142.0 — 0.6 + 6.5 Electric Power Production ...... "146.1 — 74 + 9.3 
159.3 + 16 + 20.4 Mine Production—Metallics ...... 93.9 — 8.0 — 27.5 
 149.1r — 18.1 + 2.5 Mine Production—Copper ....... 102.2 — 58 — 16.8 
Wage Employment ............. "181.7 + 0.1 + 48 Mine Production—Lead .......... - 80.9 — 19 — 25.8 
Manufacturing ............... - a + 0.6 + 14.0 Mine Production—Zine .......... ” 83.8 — 12.6 — 43.2 
” 182.0 — 2.6 + 17.0 Mine Production—Coal .......... — 2.7 — 80.3 
Transportation & Utilities ..... ” 180.8 + 0.5 + 83 Mine Production—Potash ........ ” 178.9 — 5.6 + 23.9 
129.2 + 1.0 + 438 101.4 — 0.3 — 23.6 
” 200.8 + 3.3 + 19.2 Priess ..... 101.7 — 1.0 — 29.2 
” 120.0 — 2.2 + 2.7 ” 108.7 + 0.7 — 5.9 
MARCH DATA (1947-49 Mo. Av.=100) 
170.9 + 11.7 + 8.1 
Bank cae and Discounts ...... "154.5 + 30.5 + 26.4 
Demand Deposits ............... " 186.7 — 38.7 + 3.6 
160.8 + 0.6 + 19.6 
Building Permits ............... ” 220.9 + 14.3 + 68.0 
"170.0 + 14.0 + 69 
All Farm Prices ................ "100.7 — 07 — 24.5 
Price .............. ” 100.0 17 — 29.7 
129 + 18 — 8.2 
APRIL DATA 
il Food Prices in Albuquerque 
107.6 + 0.8 — 3.0 
BUSINESS ACTIVITY BY DISTRICTS 
District 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Present Month Compared with Last Month 
era +651.1 +36.0 +24.9 + 8.8 + 5.2 + 2.0 + 6.4 + 8.8 + 7.2 
Loans and Discounts ............. +27.7 + 2.1 +28.5 +48.3 — 4.3 +11.9 et 10.8 +18.7 +17.6 
eer + 0.5 — 3.0 — 1.5 — 6.0 — 2.9 + 1.2 — 5.2 — 6.4 — 2.3 
Time Deposits ...................- + 0.8 + 1.0 + 1.6 + 0.2 + 0.2 + 4.9 — 0.2 + 4.1 — 0.5 
a re +12.1 +13.7 + 6.7 +16.0 +13.9 +17.5 + 0.7 +25.7 + 8.7 
Present Month Compared with Last Year 
+13.6 +10.4 — 2.8 +15.1 — 3.7 —12.6 — 3.8 +17.7 + 3.3 
Loans and Discounts .............. — 2.0 — 5.9 —13.0 +66.5 — 5.3 — 9.7 — 3.8 + 5.4 + 4.0 
+ 8.3 — 0.1 + 4.9 + 4.7 + 1.1 — 7.3 — 2.5 +11.0 + 9.0 
+22.8 +19.7 +24.4 +23.5 +11.6 +80.5 +12.8 +24.5 —13.6 
+24.1 + 1.0 —16.1 +15.5 — 4.6 —24.5 + 3.3 +21.0 + 6.8 


Source of data: 
Sales (all categories), Petroleum penne, and Potash Production: 
New Mexico Bureau of Revenu 
Life Insurance Sales (New 
ment Association 
Wage Employment (all categories) : 
Commission 


Life Insurance Agency Manage- 
New Mexico Employment Security 


Electric Power Production: Federal Power Commission 
Metallics Production: U. S. Bureau of Mines. 
— Production: New Mexico State Mine Inspector 
Farm Prices: J.S. Bureau of Agricultural Economics 
Bank data (all series), Postal Receipts, Building Permits, and Retail 
Food Prices in Albuquerque: Bureau of Business Research 
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Recent Business Activity 


When a cycle is first billed, a few cards are al- 
ways rejected by the machines, and these have to 
be re-checked by the meter-readers. The rejects 
are cards which show unusually large variations 
in power consumption, compared with the pre- 
vious two months’ use. Sometimes these are due 
to meter-readers’ errors. Others may mean that a 
customer has installed new electrical equipment 
without telling the company. Because he has thus 
increased the peak-load demand on the utility sys- 
tem, he should be charged with a greater minimum 
rate, even though the extra power he uses will en- 
title him to a lower rate for consumption beyond 
the minimum. Before the billing machines were 
installed, Public Service had to depend on the 
chances of a billing clerk noticing unusual differ- 
ences in power use from one month to the next. 
Now it’s done automatically. 

A few customers mistrust their meters, and de- 
mand re-readings. These requests, plus the cards 
rejected at each billing, add up to an average re- 
reading of about 30 meters per working day, or 
about 600 a month. Some other factors also in- 
terrupt the smooth swing of the meter-reading 
cycles. Commercial establishments want their 
meters read as close to the end of the month as 
possible, and Public Service accommodates them. 
The biggest single customer in the system is San- 
dia Base, and the meter serving the Base is read 
at the end of the month on the dot. 

Furthermore the “cycles,” which are groups of 
neighborhoods, expand as new subdivisions go in, 
so since the war Public Service has had to reor- 
ganize its Albuquerque cycles completely about 
every two years. In larger and more settled cities, 
utilities often conduct their business operations on 
the basis of census tracts, which are set up to 
cover areas of similar housing, population density, 
and income. Although census tracts have recently 
been set up in Bernalillo county, company officials 
doubt if they will be able to make their reading- 
cycle boundaries coincide with census tract boun- 
daries as long as Albuquerque keeps expanding. 

Belen is read and billed as though it were part 
of Albuquerque, while Deming is read on the basis 
of three cycles per month. 

The biggest single headache in Public Service 
operations is the way people move around in New 
Mexico. Every time a family moves to a different 
house a meter must be read and disconnected, and 
another one opened up. Over Labor Day weekend 
of 1952, 1700 families moved in Albuquerque, and 
Public Service estimates that throughout the year 
125 households move every day, in or out of town, 
or to another residence in town. The brainiest elec- 
tronic business machine ever invented can’t do 
much about that. 

The tabulating-machine installation at Public 
Service is evidence that private industry in New 
Mexico is growing in complexity as well as in size. 


But business-machine agencies point out that a 
business doesn’t have to be big to benefit from the 
machines. Although there was once a rule of 
thumb that a utility had to have 150,000 meters in 
order to use business machines efficiently, the 
minimum is now estimated at 15,000, and in some 
other types of business there is no rule for mini- 
mum size of operations that can profitably be 
adapted to machine tabulation. 

A small organization with a dozen salesmen can 
sometimes use business machines in sales analysis 
in ways that will quickly save money. For in- 
stance, using information easily noted at the time 
of the sale, the machines can give types of sales by 
products, by cost, by individual salesmen, and by 
territory, and can accumulate sales and run 
monthly, quarterly, semiannual, or annual reports 
on all these factors. Accounts receivable and pay- 
able can be run simultaneously with any other 
sales information desired. 

Small businesses who need information of this 
sort may not be big enough to warrant installing 
tabulating machines, and in that case they may 
turn over their appropriate records to a business 
machine agency which will process the needed in- 
formation in its own office. This is a particularly 
useful service if the information is desired only 
once, or infrequently. 
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